A mixed methods national survey of 2,069 National Association of Social Workers members examined ethical concerns regarding religious and nonreligious spiritual issues in clinical practice settings. This qualitative study focuses on responses to open-ended survey questions and relates them to quantitative findings. Practitioners' insights provide a basis to extend ethical guidelines in practice and education. The findings indicate that most respondents deal with spirituality in practice, and many use general ethical principles and situational considerations. However, they likely lack guidelines for systematic ethical decision making about the use of spiritually oriented activities in practice. The authors suggest ways that social work educators and supervisors should provide ethical guidelines and case examples for spiritually oriented activities in both educational and direct practice contexts.
I
nterest in spirituality and social work expanded rapidly recently, as shown by a significant increase in the number of articles and books published in the past 10 years (Canda, Nakashima, Burgess, Russel, 8c Barfield, 2003) , the recent establishment of a spirituality symposium at the Annual Program Meeting of the Council of Social Work Education (CSWE; Sheridan, 2000) and a Web site on spirituality sponsored by CSWE, the fifty-plus schools that offer Master of Social Work courses on spirituality (R. Russel, personal communication, May 18, 2001) , and continuing empirical investigations of the views of social workers about religion and spirituality since the late 1980s (e.g., Canda 8c Furman, 1999; Derezotes 8c Evans, 1995; Dudley 8c Helfgott, 1990; Joseph, 1988; Sheridan 8c Amato-von Hemert, 1999; Sheridan, Bullis, Adcock, Berlin, 8c Miller, 1992; Sheridan, Wilmer, 8c Atcheson, 1994) .
However, despite this growing interest, there has been very little discussion about ethical guidelines for social workers to address issues of spirituality in practice and education. This is puzzling considering the controversies evoked by the topic of spirituality among social workers, especially regarding such ethical concerns as inappropriate proselytization, imposition of religious beliefs or activities (such as prayer) on clients, and bias against various spiritual perspectives (Canda 8c Furman, 1999) .
To contribute to further development of ethical guidelines, this article summarizes insights about ethical considerations for addressing spirituality (in both religious and nonreligious forms) from the first representative mixed methods national survey of National Association of Social Workers (NASW) clinical practitioner members (N = 2,069; 26% response rate). The survey methods 5 details and many findings from the quantitative portion of the survey were presented in Canda and Furman (1999) . 
Previous Studies on Ethics and Spirituality in Social Work
Regional and national survey studies have revealed that the majority of social worker respondents (students, faculty, and practitioners) value the spiritual dimension of their own lives and believe in its importance for their clients (Bullis, 1996; Canda 8c Furman, 1999; Derezotes 8c Evans, 1995; Joseph, 1988; Mattison, Jayaratne, 8c Croxton, 2000; Sheridan 8c Amato-von Hemert, 1999; Sheridan et al., 1992; Sheridan et al., 1994) . These studies indicate that most of their respondents reported that they incorporate various spiritually oriented activities into work with clients.
Reported helping practices range from making referrals to clergy and gathering information on clients' spiritual backgrounds to more controversial methods, such as touching clients for healing purposes and using prayer. It is alarming that the majority of respondents in these studies also reported that they had little or no educational preparation for how to deal with spirituality. This raises concern about competence regarding relevant knowledge, skills, and preparation to make practice decisions that conform to professional ethics. A regional study by Sheridan (2000) indicated that respondents did not consistently use systematic standards or procedures for ethical decision making about spiritually oriented interventions such as those described by Canda (1990a) and Canda and Furman (1999) .
Several social work writers have discussed ethical considerations in addressing spirituality in practice. Textbooks on spirituality and religion in social work share broad professional ethical principles for addressing spirituality in social work (Bullis, 1996; Canda 8c Furman, 1999; Cnaan, Wineburg, 8c Boddie, 1999; Ellor, Netting, 8c Thibault, 1999; Loewenberg, 1988; Nash 8c Stewart, 2002; Patel, Naik, 8c Humphreys, 1997; Van Hook, Hugen, 8c Aguilar, 2001 ), including being nonjudgemental, client self-determination, unconditional positive regard, informed consent, worker competency, promotion of justice, and countering discrimination and oppression. These ethical themes are consistent with issues raised by practitioners in regional qualitative studies (Sheridan, 2000; Sheridan 8c Bullis, 1991) and by educator-authors in a national qualitative survey (Canda, 1990b) . These texts and empirical studies offer various examples of how these principles should apply to spiritual assessment, clinical interventions, referral, and legal issues of church-and-state separation. Anderson (1983) , York (1987) , and Linzer (1999) discussed how social workers could deal with ethical dilemmas relating to religious patients' concerns about medical directives, life-sustaining options, assisted suicide, and long-term care. Sherwood (1998) argued that good practice principles in spiritual assessment and intervention rest on the worker's ability to tune into each unique helping process as it is influenced by the client's life situation and spiritual background, the worker's spiritual background, and the agency setting.
These studies have laid valuable groundwork for general ethical principles and provided empirically based information about practitioners' opinions. However, with the exception of the Canda and Furman (1999) 
Method
This qualitative study analyzes handwritten responses to three open-ended questions that were included in the Canda and Furman (1999) national survey of NASW practitioner members about their attitudes and practices regarding spirituality and religion. For the purpose of this survey, religion was defined as "an organized, structured set of beliefs and practices shared by a community, related to spirituality"; and spirituality was defined as "involving the search for meaning, purpose, and morally fulfilling relations with self, other people, the encompassing universe and ultimate reality, however a person understands it" (Canda 8c Furman, 1999, p. 316) .
People may express their spirituality through religious or nonreligious forms and settings; therefore, the term spirituality encompasses religion but is not limited to it. The survey often asked a given question in relation to both the narrower term religion and the more inclusive term spirituality in order to explore whether responses would vary. The constant comparative method and ATLAS-ti software for qualitative data analysis were used for this purpose (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993 (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) , the usefulness of these insights is enhanced by the large number of respondents with national distribution, comparison of both the quantitative and qualitative portions of findings, provision of details of survey respondents 3 ideas that can be useful for readers' own reflection on ethical issues, linkage of respondents' insights with discussion of ethical guidelines in social work literature, and elaboration of implications for practice and education.
Several measures were taken to support additional aspects of the trustworthiness and methodological rigor of this analysis (Erlandson et al., 1993; Marshall & Rossman, 1999) . This article organizes findings according to subthemes under three major thematic topics: competence and educational preparation to address spirituality, ethical considerations for performing specific spiritually oriented helping activities, and ethical decision-making guidelines. As relevant, discussion of these qualitative findings refer to quantitative findings, as reported in the Canda and Furman (1999) text.
Findings

Ethical Reflections About Competence and Social Work Education
Two hundred fifty respondents commented on how spiritual issues should be addressed in a social work educational degree program. An overwhelming majority (236) Ten of the respondents noted that their own social work program either integrated content about religious or nonreligious aspects of spirituality into the entire program or included a special course on the topic. Of these, 7 respondents added they were able to apply this knowledge to their practice.
However, the majority of comments on education indicated the inadequacy of social work education in addressing the subject because of educators omitting the content or expressing negative attitudes toward bringing up such matters in the classroom. As a consequence, some people sought further education or training through a pastoral degree, other departments that offered related subjects, and continuing education workshops and private supervision. These findings are consistent with the quantitative portion of survey data in which 73% of respondents reported they did not have content on spirituality or religion in their social work education. Even clinical practice, practicum, and diversity courses exposed only 12%-13% of respondents to this topic. Only 17% agreed that social workers in general have the knowledge to address such issues (Canda & Furman, 1999, pp. 73-74) .
In keeping with the ethical mandate for competence, 332 people commented on the importance of the social worker gaining necessary skills, knowledge, and professional qualifications in order to engage in spiritually sensitive practice. 
Ethical Reflections About Specific Professional Helping Activities
Assessment
Four quantitative items asked respondents about general assessment of spiritual and religious aspects of clients' lives, both whether they have done so personally and whether they believe this is an appropriate social work helping activity (Canda & Furman, 1999, p. 261 Table 8 .1 of Canda 8c Furman, 1999, p. 261), 58% of respondents indicated they privately prayed for clients, and 71% viewed this as appropriate. Only 28% said they had actually prayed with clients, and 52% thought this was appropriate. In the qualitative responses (see Table 1 ), prayer, meditation, visualization, guided imagery, and biofeedback appeared most commonly as specific spiritually focused activities in which the social worker might directly impinge on the client and therefore generated both supporting and opposing comments. In this category, most people commented about prayer (33 in support, 22 completely opposed). Comments about how people used prayer in social work practice included praying with clients (10), praying for clients privately (9), suggesting prayer to clients (6), praying for clients after notifying them (2), offering a prayer for coworkers (1), praying for oneself (the social worker) to have understanding of the client (1), engaging in group prayer with employees in a religiously sponsored agency (1), facilitating a prayer-based activity in a group (1).
Several people offered qualifying conditions under which prayer would be appropriate. These conditions included client requests prayer (2), client is dealing with crisis or an anxiety attack (2), client believes in the power of prayer (1) , 1999) . In the quantitative portion of the survey, this was the activity with the lowest frequency of support as an activity actually done (14.6%) and as something appropriate (24.4%; Canda & Furman, 1999, p. 261) .
Qualitative responses reflected this concern.
Eight people who supported reiki (a type of healing energy work that involves passing the hands close to the body) or healing touch believed that social workers who practice these techniques must be trained as a reiki practitioner, massage therapist, pastoral counselor, or licensed in other ways. Another three stated that supportive touch such as holding hands and touching the shoulder could be an appropriate way of body contact with clients. One said that she or he asks for a client's permission before touching;
another emphasized the importance of thorough assessment before using healing touch. One person expressed concern about the potential for abuse of vulnerable clients through healing touch. One gave an example of a dying patient who is feeling alone as an appropriate situation for touch. Four respondents were totally opposed to the Christian practice of "laying on of hands" in social work practice. One said that no physical contact is appropriate. 
Ethical Reflections on Conditions for Determining When Activities Are Appropriate
Canda and Furman (1999) expanded Canda's (1990a) earlier set of ethical guidelines about using prayer in social work to all explicit spiritually oriented helping activities. Forty-four people commented on the importance of developing clear self-awareness as a basis for addressing spirituality in practice. Most of these (24) said that the social worker must be clear about his or her own spiritual belief system, values, views, and practices. Other issues of self awareness included biases related to spiritual issues; level of skills in handling these issues in practice; the state of one's own spiritual development and growth; level of comfort in handling these issues in practice; the role that spirituality plays in his or her life; and one's own spiritual history.
Respondents explained the following reasons why it is important to cultivate self-awareness: to keep his or her own bias in check; to prevent his or her own beliefs from "imposing," "intruding," "interfering," or "impeding" the helping process; to be able to observe how his or her own beliefs impact the helping process and clients; to separate personal issues from professional practice; to effectively handle countertransference; to avoid judgmental reactions.
Implications for Social Work Education and Practice
The (Russel, 1998; R. Russel, personal communication, May 18, 2001) .
Although the NASW Code of Ethics provides some broad guidance in this area, it leaves many things unspecified. and thoughtfulness about the ethical issues involved in dealing with spirituality. The major lack revealed in their comments is that no one referred to any formal frameworks or educational preparation that might help in making such decisions. Given that most respondents in the quantitative portion of the survey indicated that they had little or no educational preparation for dealing with spirituality and that they questioned practitioners' preparedness to do so, there is clearly a need for greater awareness of ethical guidelines tailored to the topic of spirituality in social work education.
There are a few types of responses that raise particular ethical concerns. For example, only 1 respondent addressed the potential for covert influence over clients if the social worker prays for them privately without their informed consent. This is an issue raised in other studies on the ethics of spirituality in social work (Canda 8c Furman, 1999; Sheridan, 2000; Sheridan 8c Amato-von Hemert, 1999) . Considering that there is increasing evidence in the medical field that prayer for others may indeed influence health outcomes (e.g., Dossey, 1993; Koenig, McCullough, 8c Larson, 2001; Larson 8c Larson, 1994) , and many people at least believe it can, Canda and the specifics" (Canda 3c Furman, 1999, pp. 265-266) .
Although only 1 respondent made a similar comment, this guideline for private use of prayer by social workers to help clients is consistent with respondents' other numerous comments on conditions for appropriate prayer in general.
In this study, there is a wide variety of opinion about whether and how practitioners should use their own personal spiritual backgrounds to impact the helping process, for example, through self-disclosure and special knowledge and skills pertaining to particular religious and nonreligious perspectives and practices. The comments of people who set conditions for appropriate self-disclosure seem consistent with common ethical principles. However, the presence of 22 comments totally opposed to self-disclosure raises the concern that some social workers may be holding a rigid stance that inhibits establishment of a spiritually sensitive relationship and may unnecessarily restrict certain actions that could be helpful to clients. For example, it may sometimes be necessary for the social worker to disclose spiritually based value positions and backgrounds that could be helpful in establishing rapport with the client. It may also be necessary sometimes to self-disclose in order for the client to make an informed decision about whether to work with a particular social worker because of inherent conflicts of spiritual perspective, values, and practice approach (Bullis, 1996; Loewenberg, 1988) .
It may be that lack of educational preparation and opportunity for debate and sorting this through within social work education contributes to this suspicion of self-disclosure on the part of some social workers. Another factor that might influence this is the theoretical perspective on practice held by the practitioner. For example, Freudian-derived psychodynamic practice models are highly concerned about transference and countertransference and tend to discourage self-disclosure. In contrast, some existential and empowerment approaches to practice emphasize self-disclosure as relevant to client benefit in the context of a relationship based on mutuality, honesty, and collaboration.
These types of theoretical issues could be addressed in human behavior in the social environment courses, practice courses, practicum supervision, and professional practice supervision.
Another area of concern relates to a small number of comments that might reflect religious discrimination that is prohibited by the NASW Code of Ethics and federal law.
When respondents indicated caution about addressing spirituality in practice, they appropriately discussed the importance of not imposing the social worker's own religious agenda. But it is interesting to note that when specific instances of inappropriate uses of religiously based activities are given, the examples almost always refer to Christian activities (e.g., evangelization, laying on of hands, reading the Bible). It may simply be that these examples were given because the most common religious practices in this country are Christian. However, it might be that some social workers are prone to think of Christian examples of misuse because of a negative predisposition (Ressler & Hodge, 2000) . For example, all five comments in opposition to the use of religious and spiritual writings in social work specify that the Bible should be off limits. This not only excludes a potentially valuable resource for Jewish and Christian clients, it also implies that these respondents might consider the Bible to be more detrimental than other spiritual writings.
The qualitative data in this study do not warrant any conclusions about the general pervasiveness or motivations of the few opinions about which we have raised ethical concerns. However, these opinions further illustrate the importance of discussion about ethical issues regarding spirituality so that practitioners can sort out possible limitations in their perspectives and avoid unethical practices.
Respondents' comments about ethical decision making in practice support the rationale of the Canda and Furman (1999, p. 264) This framework could be applied to case examples for dealing with religion in social work practice (Corey, Corey, 8c Callanan, 1998; Linzer, 1999; Scales et al., 2002) . In addition, the suggestions of practitioners reported in this study would be a useful complement to that framework in these discussions to help students and practitioners consider a More research is needed on the ways that practitioners make ethical decisions for addressing spirituality in practice.
The present study relies on brief comments in response to open-ended questions on a survey form. It does not reveal the detailed thinking, feelings, and behaviors of social workers as they sort through ethical dilemmas in their daily practice situations. Future qualitative studies would contribute to this knowledge by using ethnographic and naturalistic methods that can explore this in more depth.
